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I have written this book to encourage artists to overcome their most
common road blocks, fear of failure, lack of confidence, and
insecurity. I will describe how I overcame these enemies by coming
to an understanding of myself, and especially how I came to  
understand fundamental art principles and how to apply them in a
useful prioritized order.

I have been a professional artist for over fifty years and have been
teaching art workshops for over twenty of those years. I’ve won Best
of Show awards and First Place awards in many regional and
national shows. I have been a cartoon animator, commercial artist,
professional photographer, blah, blah, and blah. 

I am proud of those things, and enjoyed doing them very much, but
they are only the by-products of the training I received from my
gifted instructors. I had to go through many struggles before
receiving recognition. I spent years in insecurity and frustration with
no expectations that I would ever be a credible fine artist. 

The main thing you need to know about me is that I’m lazy! I always
have been. You might think that my admission of being lazy,
indolent, slothful, idle, etc. would reveal a great character flaw, but I
am trying to be honest with my fellow artists.

Although you may not be as lazy as I am, I’ll bet you have struggled
with challenges such as ― lack of preparation, disorganization, fuzzy
thinking, and an inconsistent painting procedure. My bad behaviors
undermined my artistic expression for a long time. They caused me
to be fearful and discouraged by making my painting attempts a lot
more work than they needed to be. 

Author's Introduction

"The main thing
you need to know
about me is that
I’m lazy! I always

have been." 
– Mike Mahon

"I choose a lazy
person to do a

hard job because a
lazy person will
find an easy way

to do it." 
-Bill Gates

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved
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Author's Introduction
If you agree with Agatha Christie, that “laziness” can help you
think of ways to save yourself from the trouble of too much work,
your solution should be to get to work at “being lazy”, the way I
have.

If you have been trying to learn how to paint by trial and error (the
most unproductive approach), and have worked under many
instructors with conflicting advice, you will only ingrain bad habits
and severely limit the height to which you can rise as an artist.

The first part of this book will teach you the way I have learned to
work smarter. I will teach you my actual thought processes as I
approach painting, whether in landscape or portraiture.

“I don’t think
necessity is the

mother of
invention.

Invention… arises
directly from

idleness, possibly
also from laziness,

to save oneself
trouble.” 

-Agatha Christie

There is no mystery to
becoming a good

artist, but your thinking
may need to change

first. You need to begin
thinking in Aesthetic

Categories.
– Mike Mahon

"Fan Dancer" from life by Mike Mahon

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved
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Author's Introduction

This book is a compelation and expansion of material that I
developed over a period of more than twenty years as a workbook
for my students and workshop participants. The original material
was prepared for my three-day and five-day painting workshops so
that my students would have a common understanding of the
principles and vocabulary that I would be presenting. This saved a
great deal of valuable time at the workshops. It helped beginners
and experienced artists alike to be introduced to an artistic
lanquage and mindset, and it created new aesthetic categories that
are necessary for artistic expression.

Have you ever had the experience of being exposed to an interesting
new word and soon after, began hearing that word everywhere?
You realize that the word had been there all along but it was just
not on your radar. You had no category in your mind established to
receive it. One purpose of this book is to establish artistic categories
that make it possible for you to absorb knowledge and skills.
Without these skills you will have a hard time understanding why
you continue to lack confidence and are not growing as an artist.

I hope you will enjoy this introduction to a feast of artistic  
principles that are concisely expressed and full of many delicious
examples and illustrations. It can be consumed either in a few
sittings or nibbled one moresel at a time. It is my hope that you will
be encouraged to devour its nutrients with no fear of indigestion.

About This Book

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved
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CHAPTER 1  
F o u n d a t i o n a l

P r i n c i p l e s

“The greater part of all mischief in the world arises from the
fact that men do not sufficiently understand their own aims.
They have undertaken to build a tower, and spend no more
labor on the foundation than necessary to erect a hut.” 

– Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved 9



 Why Aesthetic Categories?

The word “aesthetic” refers to universal principles of beauty,
especially in relationship to visual art. Music, literature, dance,
drama, and visual arts all use aesthetic principles. Music follows
the aesthetic rules of rhythm and tone, repetition and timing,
producing a beautiful melody to our ears. You wouldn’t think of
sitting down to a piano to play without knowing the rules. And if
you wanted to improve on the beauty of the piece, you would use
aesthetic elements to help you.

In the same way, effective paintings are produced by using visual
categories that are elements of what we see. 

The seven art principles that I teach in my workshops are not
new. They are the basic truths of good art that have been known
and used by great artists for centuries. 

"I have distilled
seven essential art
principles that must
be understood and

applied in a
prioritized order for

successful
painting.” 

–Mike Mahon

Foundational  Principles

"Puerto Villarta Stroll" by Mike Mahon

“Reason is the organ of
truth,

Imagination is the organ
of meaning.”

–C. S. Lewis

Go to the following link to see my four minute introduction video on Aesthetic Categories:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iZ6OufewFqg

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved
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These Aesthetic Categories are clearly definable and can be
consistently used in all paintings, regardless of your preferred
style (impressionism, abstraction, realism, etc.). They not only
serve as objective tools to analyze the overall quality of an image,
but most importantly they serve to evaluate the strengths and
weaknesses of your painting by an objective standard. You will
no longer be left alone with just your subjective feelings to
analyze a problematic image. You will be able to objectively rate
each scene or photo you have chosen to use as your reference.
Using my rating system will help you discover the best possible
images to paint and keep you from wasting your time with
photos or scenes that don’t have the best elements in them. 

My system for using these categories will be carefully presented in
this book as your guide to more effective paintings. This unique
system will guide you in choosing what to paint, how to maintain
control of the painting process, and how to critique your work or
the work of others.

"With a systematic
approach you will no
longer be left alone

with just your
subjective feelings to
analyze a problematic

image."
–Mike Mahon

"The Blue Door" by Mike Mahon

"Learn the rules like
a pro, so you can
break them like an

artist." 
–Pablo Picasso

Foundational  Principles

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved
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                  Why have a Set Up?
Each time you paint, you need to remember to follow the logical
order of the aesthetic elements I have been telling you about.  I
have capitalized the first letters of each aesthetic element to give
you a mnemonic device (memory aid) so that you can remember
the order of my painting process.

It is important to ingrain the steps so that you can apply them
quickly and in the correct order. Knowing them well will train
you to love the process for itself, instead of being focused too
early in the painting on how you expect to finish each painting.

I find that one of the greatest roadblocks to a successful painting
is the frustration caused by feeling out of control and constantly
lost. When you become discouraged, you are soon distracted
from the main reason you decided to paint that particular image. 

My step-by-step analytical process will give you tools to craft
your painting with confidence and to be able to back-track and
correct any problems. The key to enjoying the painting process is
knowing that you are the master of your painting and not its
servant! Your enthusiasm will grow with each new painting,
increasing the volume and quality of your work.

While a significant portion of this book is dedicated to mastering
the essential principles of art, I'll also share some of my personal
struggles, which I hope you can relate to. By sharing my story, I
aim to encourage you to rise above your failures and embrace the
incredible journey of a fine artist. So, grab your paintbrush,
unleash your inner artist, and let's embark on this marvelous
adventure together!

Foundational  Principles

“I think it’s important
to remember that

making art is a
process. It is never

finished. The
occupation itself is

one of process,
exploration, and

experimentation. It is
one of questioning
and examining.” 

— Mel Robson

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved
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You will be given a lot of valuable information in this book, but I’m
going to cheat and give you the most important lesson of this book
right now!

Using my memory aid, "DiVine SETUP" memorize the following
seven principles:

   Design/Drawing
   Values
   Shapes
   Edges
   Temperature
   Unity
   Perspective

Just committing these principles to memory will put you light
years ahead of where you were before you picked up this book.
You will be conversant in the basic principles of art and able to
rattle them off to that curious lay person who asks you, "How do
you know what good art is, anyway?" You can now answer,
“Good art, whether representational or abstract, is the successful
management of these seven principles.” 

Acquainting you with my DiVine SETUP principles is just the beginning.
How to apply them is what separates an apprentice from a master artist. 
The next page demonstrates how these principles are used in analyzing

images to produce a better painting.

“Great things are done
by a series of small

things brought
together.” 

– Vincent van Gogh

Foundational  Principles

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved
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 My DiVine SETUP can also be used as a study in Aesthetic
Categories. It is simply a memory aid to help you remember
seven Aesthetic Categories and keep them in the most useful
order.

These principles are not meant to be used just in the painting
process but also in the thought process prior to beginning a
painting, in the selection of the subject matter you want to
paint, and throughout your personal critique at the end of any
painting.

CHAPTER 5 
D i V i n e  S E T U P

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved 33



3

Creative cheating to depict three dimensions on a two dimensional surface

D i V i n e  S E T U P

1

2

4

5

6

7 Perspective
Every painting is its own universe.

Unity

Control color and create balance by mastering temperature.

Temperature
Critical to directing eye movement and creating atmosphere 

Edges

The great organizational tool of the visual arts

Shapes

Second only to design, control of values determines the quality of a painting.

Values
The chief consideration in determining the success of a painting

Design/Drawing          

DiVine SETUP – 7 Keys to Overcome Frustration & Lack of Confidence in the Painting Process
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Drawing and Design are two sides of the same coin. Virtually everything that can be said
about the importance of design applies to drawing as well. However, the study of
drawing is beyond the scope of this book.  
Design is the primary element I am using in this book to determine the success of a
painting.
No matter how good other elements are or how well-executed (even the drawing), if the
design is weak, the painting will be weak.
Determine the primary center of interest, or focal point, and work out from there.

Paintings that are in great museums have great design. There are many paintings that didn't
get into those museums that were just as good in every other way, but design is most often
the deciding factor. If it's not a good design, no matter how good a painter you are, your
painting will be weak. In music it is primarily the great composers that are remembered. No
matter how well  you accomplish everything else, the design must be deliberate and effective.

The kind of painting that I do is representational/center of interest painting. I find a focal
point (which is the main center of interest) and I work out from there. Everything else in the
painting relates to that area.

1 The chief consideration in determining the success of a painting

Mike in his Santa Fe, NM, studio.

Design/Drawing

Many artists like to rush forward
thinking that their pure 'emotions'
are more important on the paper

than good proportions... eventually
having to return into clumsy areas
and correct, correct, correct. That's

when the freshness disappears.
― Harley Brown

All artists are willing to suffer for their work. But why are so few
prepared to learn to draw?

 – Banksy (Robin Cunningham)

DiVine SETUP – 7 Keys to Overcome Frustration & Lack of Confidence in the Painting Process

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved
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1
The chief consideration in determining the success of a painting

Design/Drawing

Avoid competing centers of interest.

Design should tell only one story in terms of the colors, values, subject matter, shapes, etc. If you
have more stories to tell, do more paintings. More than one basic story per painting is confusing
for the viewer.

Here's an example:

Early in my career, I entered a painting into a show judged by Scott Christiansen. I asked him
if he would give me a critique of my painting. He said the only problem with it was that it had
two equal centers of interest.

He said, "It has this big red triangle and it has a woman in yellow, both equally powerful
elements. Which one is the story about?" I had never known a judge who would make helpful
comments. It was very valuable to have a show judge explain why something in a painting
didn’t work. Many times a judge will say, "It just didn't move me" or some unspecific twaddle
like that which doesn’t help artists improve their painting. Seemingly minor considerations
often make all the difference at higher levels of competition. 

Look what happens when I subdue the red triangle in the image on the right by cooling and
graying it down. It's still there but it no longer “jumps” forward, and now there's only one
story. It’s all about the woman. That's a good example of one center of interest. It's ok to have
multiple secondary centers of interest but only one should dominate. Like a good play, there is
one major character. Everyone else is a supporting actor. I'll use this same painting to discuss
Unity, principle #6 later. 

“Wash Daze” by Mike Mahon “Wash Daze” with secondary center of interest subdued

DiVine SETUP – 7 Keys to Overcome Frustration & Lack of Confidence in the Painting Process
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Your job is to direct the viewer's eye.  

Below is a Rembrandt painting, "The Philosopher". Look at the way he directs you through
that painting with those stairs. Isn’t that incredible? You follow the spiral staircase all the way
to the center of interest. He's put The Philosopher in the area with lightest lights and darkest
darks. The brightest colors are emphasized right there. Your eyes are led right to it.

At first you don't even notice his secondary center of interest which is another little guy sitting
in the lower right, stoking the fire. If he had emphasized both men, he would have created two
competing areas.

1 The chief consideration in determining the success of a painting

One aspect, other than the visual
qualities I've discussed, is the impact
of the human form or face in a
painting. This human impact can
overpower everything else and
becomes a psychological center of
interest. The human form will
almost always draw the interest of
the viewer first. The advertising
world knows and exploits this.
Obviously, the center of interest in
this painting is the face and figure of
the "The Philosopher".

"The Philosopher" by Rembranht

Design/Drawing

Psychological Center of Interest

DiVine SETUP – 7 Keys to Overcome Frustration & Lack of Confidence in the Painting Process

“As I see it, our job as designers is to find as many varied routes
for the eye to follow through the compositions as possible.”

–Peter Folkes

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved 37



1 The chief consideration in determining the success of a painting

To enhance your focal point or
center of interest, concentrate
on building the most contrast in
that area and use lines of
reference to direct the viewer’s
eye. The center of interest can
be placed almost anywhere if
the extraneous detail is not
overpowering and serves to
support and not distract.

"Chamisa Arroyo" by Mike Mahon

The following contrasts  should be at or near your
center of interest:

Elements of the image soften and
become more suggestive as they
recede from the center of interest.

Lightest lights and the darkest darks
The center of interest has greatest mass of lights
and is surrounded by darkest darks in this image.
The warmest warms and the coolest cools            
The contrast of complementary colors works
especially well here with yellow & purple
juxtaposed. (complementary colors are colors that
opposite each other on the color wheel.)
Hardest and softest edges 
Brightest and dullest colors 
Greatest detail, preferably next to a simpler area for
contrast

Lines of reference should move the viewer
toward the center of interest.

Center of Interest 
Painting

Design/Drawing
DiVine SETUP – 7 Keys to Overcome Frustration & Lack of Confidence in the Painting Process
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As you move further and further away
from this center of interest, you will 
see how much the detail drops off
and the brushstrokes become very subtle and less distinct. The hands are just simple little
brushstrokes. They're almost like gesture drawings, still accurate but with no detail. This isn’t
a painting about the hands of these little girls. You are not distracted from their faces by
overly detailed hands or the sketchy outline of a cat.

Think how much time is saved by not over-working less important areas of the painting.
Perhaps the most important benefit is that more room is left for the viewers’ imaginations.

1 The chief consideration in determining the success of a painting

The psychological center of interest in this
painting by Gainsbourgh is the grouping of
the two faces. Notice how every other kind
of contrast is in or near the center of
interest:

The darkest darks of the painting are  
the girls’ eyes, hair, and the cast
shadow area between their heads.

The lightest area is next to and around
those same eyes and hair.

The warmest warms of the painting are
their pink lips.

The greatest detail is in the faces, and
the largest areas of simplicity are the
light areas of the faces, and necks that
surround the facial features.

"The Artists Daughters with Cat" by T. Gainsbourgh

Design/Drawing

"Art is not what you see, but what you make others see."
–Edgar Degas 

DiVine SETUP – 7 Keys to Overcome Frustration & Lack of Confidence in the Painting Process
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1 The chief consideration in determining the success of a painting

The center of interest of the painting
on the left is not only a human figure,
but it also has the lightest lights, the
warmest warms, and the most detail.
The foreground and background
become more undefined as they recede
from the intricate center of interest.

Notice in these two painting below, by
Winslow Homer, that all the detail is
reserved for the center of interest.
Other than the figures, everything else
is made up of supporting characters as
in a play. 

How many times have you spent hours working a little detail in the corner of your canvas?
News Flash: Nobody cares about that detail.

If your center of interest works, everything else can be very subtle and suggestive and look
much more painterly. But if you work the detail around the periphery of the painting to the
same degree as in the center of interest, the entire painting may appear labored and
overworked.

By keeping details where you want viewers to look, you
can save so much time painting! Also, you're not
consuming creative energy drawing every blade of grass or
every leaf on the tree.

"Netting the Pedernales" by Mike Mahon

"Boys in a Pasture"
 by Homer 

"Boy Fishing" by Winslow Homer 

Design/Drawing

If the center of interest works, everything works.

DiVine SETUP – 7 Keys to Overcome Frustration & Lack of Confidence in the Painting Process

“Design is everything.”
–William Merritt Chase

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved 40



Design Variations

1 The chief consideration in determining the success of a painting

A static design reflects stability and dignity.
It is usually dominated by a pyramid-like
shape which is wide at the base and is
pointed at the top. It is used most
commonly in portraits and mountain
scenes.

Almost any portrait of a notable person
will be a static design.

"Moor Trader" from life by Mike Mahon "Golden Harvest " by Mike Mahon

Static Design

There are many basic overall design types and each has its own use and impact.

How you get to your center of interest is affected by the structure of the entire painting. The
impact of your image can be strengthened by subduing elements that detract and bringing out
elements that enhance. This increases the Unity as well as the impact by simplifying the design.  
The overall design variation (Static. Dynamic, Cruciform, Spiral, Asymetric, Geometric ) helps
to organize elements of the painting into efficient and effective images.

Design/Drawing

© Mike Mahon Art – All Rights Reserved
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Design Variations

1 The chief consideration in determining the success of a painting

Along with diagonals, dynamic brushstrokes and strong
contrasts can enhance the feeling of movement and
excitement as in the center image, "Keep a Sharp Eye".

"Mexican Somboro"  from life 
by Mike Mahon

Dynamic Design
This design type emphasizes strong diagonals. By nature it
creates a feeling of movement, excitement, and drama.
Dynamic designs make use of lines of reference and points
of reference to lead the eye along angles across a painting.
As illustrated in these examples, there can be multiple
diagonals in one image as long as only one dominates. How
many diagonals can you see in these paintings.

 Diagonals can add drama to
landscapes and cityscapes by
thoughtful composition as in
“Delgado Crossroad” shown
below. 

"Keep a Sharp Eye"  from life 
by Mike Mahon

"Delgado Crossroad" by Mike Mahon

Design/Drawing

Even strokes within the painting can create drama,
especially when the strokes create strong diagonals.
Notice the brush strokes around the eye in the  
close up image of “Keep a Sharp Eye”.

DiVine SETUP – 7 Keys to Overcome Frustration & Lack of Confidence in the Painting Process
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